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RECORD  OF  DECISION 


November  18,  1993 


The  MEPA  Process 

The  decision  to  prepare  a Programmatic  Environmental  Impact 
Statement  for  Montana's  Snowmobile  Grant  Program  was  made  after  a 
review  of  the  Administrative  Rules  of  Montana  relative  to  the 
Montana  Environmental  Policy  Act  (MEPA) . 

We  contracted  production  of  the  draft  and  final  PEIS  to  Morrison- 
Maierle  Environmental,  Helena.  An  Agency  Review  Committee  was 
created  including  Bob  Walker,  Trails  Program  Coordinator;  Glenn 
Erickson,  Wildlife  Management  Bureau  Chief;  John  Mundinger,  Special 
Assistant  to  the  Director;  Lee  Bastian,  Region  2 Park  Manager; 
Elmer  Davis,  Program  Manager,  Enforcement  Division;  Liz  Lodman, 
Recreational  Vehicle  Safety  Officer;  and  Jim  Domino,  Outdoor 
Recreation  Planner. 

A Scoping  Document  was  prepared  in  July,  1992  to  inform  the  public 
of  the  project  and  purpose.  Eight  scoping  meetings  were  conducted 
in  August,  1992  to  seek  public  input  - Bozeman,  Great  Falls, 
Billings,  West  Yellowstone,  Missoula,  Kalispell,  Seeley  Lake  and 
Helena.  A total  of  225  people  attended  the  scoping  meetings.  We 
also  accepted  written  comments.  A total  of  248  comments  and 
written  statements  were  received. 

Potential  impacts  identified  by  the  Department  and  the  public 
included  1)  administrative,  2)  air  quality,  3)  topography, 

4)  soils,  5)  roads  and  trails  on  public  lands,  6)  hydrology, 

7)  wildlife,  8)  vegetation,  9)  socioeconomic,  10)  cultural, 

11)  aesthetics  (noise  and  visual) , 12)  recreation  (shared  use  and 
non-motorized)  and  13)  land  use.  These  are  discussed  in  detail  in 
the  Draft  PEIS. 

Morrison-Maierle  Environmental  produced  a Draft  PEIS  in  March, 
1993.  The  Department  distributed  the  Draft  for  public  review  with 
a 30  day  comment  period  and  an  April  30  deadline.  Public  hearings 
were  conducted  in  April  to  receive  public  testimony  - Bozeman, 
Missoula,  Kalispell,  and  Helena.  Fifty-six  people  attended  these 
hearings.  The  department  received  a total  of  91  verbal  and  written 
comments  by  the  April  30  deadline. 

The  Final  PEIS  proposed  a number  of  changes  to  alternative  three  to 
minimize  issues  raised  by  the  public.  The  major  elements  of  the 
preferred  alternative  are  discussed  briefly  below. 


1.  Administrative:  A restructured  Snowmobile  Advisory  Committee  is 
proposed  involving  representatives  of  the  U.S.  Forest  Service  and  MAY  j § 1334 
Bureau  of  Land  Management.  In  addition,  the  department  has  included 
a representative  of  the  non-snowmobiling  public. 
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2.  Air  Quality:  The  department  will  improve  public  awareness  of 
snowmobile  emissions,  expand  trail  system  configurations  to  provide 
dispersion,  support  industry  and  legislative  reforms. 

3.  Topography:  The  department  will  conduct  an  environmental  review 
of  any  cut-and-fill  activities  to  ensure  compliance  with  policy, 
thus  reducing  impacts. 

4.  Soils:  Signing,  avoidance  and  increased  awareness  by  early  and 
late  season  snowmobilers  will  diminish  the  disturbance  of  exposed 
soils  and  decrease  the  impacts  on  erosion  and  productivity. 

5.  Roads  and  Trails  On  Public  Lands:  The  department  will  favor 
trails  on  existing  roadways  and  trails. 

6.  Hydrology:  Signs  and  increased  public  awareness  by  early  and 
late  season  snowmobilers  would  reduce  the  impacts  on  stream  flow 
and  discharge  configurations  resulting  in  fewer  impacts  on  water 
management  efforts. 

7.  Wildlife:  Elk  winter  range  will  be  avoided  at  all  costs  and,  if 
no  options  exist,  trails  will  only  be  funded  if  they  are  near  the 
outside  boundaries  and  screened  by  vegetation  or  other  natural 
features.  Funded  trails  will  avoid  grizzly  bear  denning  sites. 
Wildlife  clearance  from  a state  wildlife  biologist  will  be  required 
before  funding  any  trail.  No  trails  will  be  approved  in  state 
wildlife  management  areas.  With  avoidance,  signing,  seasonal 
restrictions,  clearance  oversight  and  public  awareness  policy, 
there  will  be  minimal  disturbance  to  wintering  wildlife  from  funded 
trails. 

8.  Vegetation:  Signing,  avoidance  and  increased  awareness  by  early 
and  late  season  snowmobilers  will  diminish  disturbance  on 
vegetation. 

9.  Socioeconomic:  Promotional  agendas  and  events  sponsored  by  a 
grant  recipient  would  be  organized  with  local  representatives  to 
ensure  representation  by  concerned  economic  and  other  interests. 
Schedules  would  be  arranged  to  best  meet  community  interests  and 
ensure  equitable  economic  benefits. 

10.  Cultural:  Known  archaeological  sites  would  be  avoided  by 
proposing  trails  which  would  be  far  enough  from  sites  to  minimize 
disturbance  from  direct  and  associated  actions.  Federal  mandates 
must  be  adhered  to. 

11.  Aesthetics:  Noise  conflicts  would  be  reduced  by  careful  trail 
location  strategies,  vegetation  or  topographic  screening,  idle 
zones  near  sensitive  natural  resource  areas  and  residential  areas. 
Visual  intrusions  would  be  reduced  through  careful  trail  location 
strategies  and  screening. 


12.  Recreation:  Impacts  associated  with  trail  conflicts  and 
disturbances  to  non-motor ized  recreationists  would  be  reduced  by 
avoidance,  signing,  public  awareness  and  hourly  restriction 
policies . 

13.  Land  Use:  Construction  of  new  trails  could  change  land  use.  The 
department  will  ensure  that  all  federal  and  state  mandates  are 
adhered  to  in  the  construction  of  any  new  trail. 

We  printed  a Final  Snowmobile  Grant  PEIS  and  distributed  it  to  the 
public  on  September  22,  1993.  MEPA  requires  a 15  day  waiting  period 
prior  to  an  agency  decision.  We  provided  an  additional  one  month 
review  period  terminating  November  15,  1993 

In  the  Final  PEIS,  we  1)  enhanced  law  enforcement  oversight  by 
requiring  a law  enforcement  report  as  a portion  of  the 
environmental  review  criteria,  2)  recommended  concentrated  law 
enforcement  in  problem  areas  and  included  increased  funds  to 
snowmobile  law  enforcement  approved  by  the  1993  session  of  the 
legislature  3)  included  that  no  new  snowmobile  trails  would  be 
funded  in  wilderness  study  areas  and  4)  made  it  clear  that 
procedures  addressed  in  this  PEIS  are  only  for  application  for 
state  snowmobile  funds  and  do  not  take  the  place  of  or  supersede 
federal  requirements,  policies  and  procedures  for  trails  located  on 
federal  lands. 

Issues  of  concern  raised  during  the  review  period  for  the  Final 
PEIS  included  1)  level  of  impact  on  wildlife  species,  2)  level  of 
impact  on  other  winter  recreationists,  3)  lav/  enforcement  adequacy, 
4)  NEPA  satisfaction,  5)  encroachment  on  wilderness,  wilderness 
study  and  roadless  areas,  6)  insurance  provided  to  grant  sponsors 
and  land  managers / owners , 7)  noise  levels  of  snowmobiles, 

8)  involvement  of  non-snowmobile  community  on  State  Snowmobile 
Advisory  Committee,  9)  involvement  of  U.S.  Forest  Service  as  joint 
lead  agency  and  consultant,  10)  involvement  of  Department  of  Fish, 
Wildlife  and  Parks  v/ildlife  biologists,  11)  more  alternatives 
needed,  12)  better  maps  of  snowmobile  trails  are  needed, 

13)  inclusion  of  projects  proposed  on  Fish  and  Wildlife  Service 
properties,  14)  review  and  avoidance  of  locations  of  unique  non- 
game species,  15)  cumulative  impacts,  16)  adequate  time  not  allowed 
for  public  comment  on  Draft  PEIS,  17)  secondary  impacts  in  vicinity 
of  funded  trail,  18)  Environmental  Review  Criteria  implementation 
and  19)  Categorical  exclusion  revisions  needed. 

Issues  1 through  8 above  were  adequately  addressed  in  the  Final 
PEIS. 

Issue  9,  Involvement  of  U.S.  Forest  Service  as  joint  lead  agency 
and  consultant:  The  U.S.  Forest  Service  was  not  designated  as  a 
joint  lead  agency  because  the  money  for  the  snowmobile  grant 
program  analyzed  in  the  PEIS  consists  of  state  funds  only.  The 
purpose  of  the  PEIS  is  to  evaluate  the  state  grant  program  and 
provide  guidance  for  projects,  not  to  replace  the  need  for  site 
specific  review.  Site  specific  NEPA  and/or  MEPA  review  will  be 


required  for  all  new  trails  before  state  funds  may  be  used  on  them. 
In  a letter  dated  November  6,  1992  from  John  Drake,  U.S.  Forest 

Service,  Tom  Donahue  was  named  as  the  representative  from  the 
Forest  Service  to  be  their  contact  person.  Ten  copies  of  the  Draft 
and  twelve  copies  of  the  Final,  PEIS  were  provided  to  Mr.  Donahue 
on  April  1 and  September  21,  1993  respectively  for  review  by  their 
appropriate  staff.  No  input  was  received  from  the  Forest  Service. 

Issue  10.  All  Regions  of  the  Department  received  copies  of  the 
Scoping  Document,  Draft  and  Final  PEIS  for  review  and  distribution. 
We  only  received  comments  from  wildlife  biologists  in  Region  1 and 
2 . Department  biologists  were  represented  on  the  Agency  Review 
Committee  by  Glenn  Erickson,  Wildlife  Management  Bureau  Chief  and 
a wildlife  biologist. 

Issue  11.  The  department  reviewed  all  proposed  alternatives 
submitted  and  decided  that  the  departments  preferred  alternative 
includes  the  issues  raised  by  substantive  proposed  alternatives. 
These  are  discussed  in  detail  in  the  Final  PEIS. 

Issue  12.  The  department  will  initiate  overlay  of  funded  snowmobile 
trails  on  GIS  for  better  mapping  and  public  information.  For  the 
purpose  of  reviewing  administration  of  the  snowmobile  grant 
program,  the  maps  presently  used  are  considered  adequate. 

Issue  13.  Public  Agency  Responsibilities.  We  will  add  the 
following  paragraph  to  the  preferred  alternative:  " U.S.  Fish  and 
Wildlife  Service.  Rarely,  a snowmobile  trail  may  be  proposed  on 
land  managed  by  the  Fish  and  Wildlife  Service.  Lands  managed  by  the 
U.S.  Fish  and  Wildlife  Service  as  national  wildlife  refuges  are 
administered  under  congressional  acts  which  regulate  secondary 
recreational  uses.  Refuges  are  normally  not  open  to  snowmobile 
travel.  Therefore,  the  applicant  must  first  acquire  the  concurrence 
of  the  refuge  manager,  who  must  determine  if  the  use  is  appropriate 
and  compatible  with  the  purposes  of  the  refuge.  A plan  of 
operations  describing  the  proposed  action  and  mitigating  measures 
must  be  prepared  and  submitted  to  the  refuge  manager.  The  refuge 
manager  will  then  review  the  plan  and  disapprove  or  approve  it 
based  upon  assurance  it  satisfies  refuge  requirements.  If  the 
refuge  manager  approves  the  plan  and  concludes  that  the  project 
will  require  environmental  review,  the  applicant  must  work  with  the 
refuge  manager  to  provide  any  additional  information  necessary  to 
prepare  the  environmental  document." 

Issue  14.  Page  3,  Appendix  A,  Environmental  Review  Criteria.  We 
will  incorporate  the  following  immediately  following  15c: 

Xa.  Has  the  Natural  Heritage  wildlife  list  for  the  proposed 

region  been  submitted  (NRIS-State  Library)?  If  yes,  go  to  Xb. 

If  no,  request  submittal. 

Xb.  Does  the  Natural  Heritage  list  identify  any  rare  or 

endangered  wildlife  species  in  the  area  of  the  proposal?  If 

yes,  go  to  Xc.  If  no,  go  to  16. 
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Xc.  Has  applicant  submitted  an  avoidance  or  seasonal 
restriction  plan  or  other  appropriate  mitigative  measures  for 
these  areas?  If  yes,  go  to  16.  If  no,  request  submittal. 

Issue  15.  Page  109,  Cumulative  Impacts.  We  will  add  , "The 
Department  will  continue  to  consider  and  monitor  cumulative  impacts 
of  funded  projects  to  ensure  compatibility  with  cultural  and 
natural  environments." 

Issue  16.  MEPA  requires  a 30  day  input  period  on  the  Draft  PEIS. 
The  comment  period  for  the  Draft  was  3 0 days  from  the  date  of 
public  notification  of  Draft  availability  from  department  to  the 
closing  date  of  April  30. 

Issue  17.  Secondary  impacts  are  intended  to  be  considered  in  the 
Final  PEIS.  Chapter  2;  Current  Program,  Alternatives  and  Reasonably 
Foreseeable  Activities;  includes  mitigative  measures  and 
considerations  to  be  applied  to  the  immediate  surrounding  area  in 
which  the  trail  treadway  is  located.  Environmental  Review  Criteria 
must  be  completed  respective  to  the  text  content  of  the  Final  PEIS. 
Therefore,  those  Criteria  must  consider  the  immediate  surrounding 
area  or  corridor  through  which  the  proposed  funded  trail  is 
located . 

Issue  18.  Appendix  A,  bottom  of  page  2,  Environmental  Review 
Criteria,  add  footnote:  "In  all  cases,  in  order  to  satisfy  this 
checklist,  applicant  must  confirm  that  required  mitigative  measures 
(signing  identified  in  signing  plan,  seasonal  restrictions,  off- 
trail  use  restrictions,  rerouting,  etc.)  are  completed  before 
grooming  grant  funds  will  be  released."  If  required  mitigative 
measures  are  not  complete,  grooming  grant  funds  will  not  be 
provided. 

Issue  19.  Environmental  Review  Criteria  and  Categorical  Exclusion 
Revisions. 

Page  1,  Appendix  A,  add  as  2nd  sentence:  Environmental  review 
on  existing  snowmobile  trails  will  be  completed  as 
expeditiously  as  possible  with  the  Department  setting 
priorities  and  attempting  to  complete  environmental  review 
first  for  those  trails  located  in  the  more  environmentally 
sensitive  areas.  In  no  case  will  an  existing  trail,  not  in 
full  compliance  within  three  years,  continue  to  be  funded 
under  the  grant  program. 

Page  1,  Appendix  A,  add  as  4 th  sentence:  A categorical 
exclusion  may  be  denied  if  the  Department  determines  that 
special  circumstances  warrant  further  environmental  review. 
Such  circumstances  include  those  where  use  of  the  trail  may 
individually,  collectively  or  cumulatively  cause  significant 
environmental  impacts. 


Page  1,  #5.  Project  is  on  an  existing  roadway  or  previously 
ungroomed  but  authorized,  by  the  land  management  agency, 
snowmobile  trail. 


Page  1,  #6.  Development  or  improvements  on  federal  lands  have 
already  satisfied  NEPA,  on  state  lands  have  already  satisfied 

MEPA . 


Decision 

The  decision  of  the  Department  of  Fish,  Wildlife  and  Parks  is  to 
adopt  the  Final  Snowmobile  Grant  Programmatic  Environmental  Impact 
Statement  with  the  above  stated  amendments  and  to  implement 
alternative  3 for  the  state  snowmobile  grant  program. 

Alternative  3,  the  preferred  alternative,  will  continue  the  current 
program  with  modifications.  This  alternative  will  require 
applicants  to  provide  additional  information  which  addresses 
potential  environmental  impacts  and  mitigative  measures  to  minimize 
impacts.  Future  grants  will  require  the  completion  of  environmental 
review. 

The  changes  in  the  snowmobile  grant  program  mandated  by  alternative 
3 will  result  in  a program  which  carefully  considers  the 
environmental  impacts  of  any  actions  and  mitigates  the  negative 
impacts  to  the  greatest  extent  possible.  This  is  in  the  best 

interests  of  the  State  of  Montana. 


